A Wake in the Hitlerian Age

The German soldier stopped walking in the corridor and
glued his helmeted face to the cut-out square in the door.
Among the men condemned to die Gerbier alone noticed that
fragment of metal, of flesh and of scrutiny which blocked the
orifice. He was the only one not to conceive life as ended. He did
not feel himself in a state of death.

The German soldier's eyes encountered those of Gerbier.

"He doesn't seem to be afraid," the soldier thought.

The other condemned were seated in a circle on the bare flag-
stones and were talking in low voices.

"Neither do they/' the soldier reflected. "Yet this is the
morning."

The soldier wondered for a moment how he^ would have be-
haved if he had known that he had only two hours to live. He
wondered also what these men could have done. Then he yawned.
It was a long watch. He might as well pace the hall till the exe-
cution. This was war, after all.

Gerbier brought his glance back to his comrades, whose feet
were chained like his own. The barrack-room of the former
French barracks had livid grey walls. The feeble electric light
gave the same tinge to the condemned.

There were six of them besides Gerbier. The one who was
speaking at the moment when Gerbier began to listen again with
half an ear to their conversation had a pronounced Breton accent.
His extreme youth was perceptible only in intonations that still
held a childish freshness. But his face, simple in line and so lean
that it seemed carved in boxwood, showed no trace of it It was
congealed in a kind of weighty incredulity. The protruding eyes
bore the immobile expression of a man who has been wounded
by images which he can no longer get rid of.

"It's the second time I am to be shot/* said the lad, "The first
wasn't the real one because I was only fifteen then. It was in
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